On a winter 's night in 1957 (or 1959)1 a guionista, or writer of comics, is working late in the atelier of his Buenos Aires home when a man dressed in futuristic clothing materializes in the chair across from him [ Fig.  1 ]. The man tells the writer that he travels through time, searching the centuries for those he has lost. He has been called by hundreds of names, the most apt of which is el Eternauta [the Eternaut] because of his "triste y desolada condición de peregrino de los siglos" [sad and desolate condition as a time pilgrim] (EtI_OSL 5). He eventually reveals that his original name was Juan Salvo, but the identity of this ordinary man has been altered by extraordinary events. The account of these events that we are now reading, the guionista declares, is the tale of the Eternauta just as the time traveler told it to him that night. Abstract: The comic El
history, if not in the world" (Pilcher and Brooks 210) . 3 Most people in the Argentine sf community, including the nation's foremost critic of the genre, Pablo Capanna, cite El Eternauta as one of the greatest works, if not the greatest work, of sf produced in that country (Capanna) .
My present interest in this historieta [comic] centers on the confluence of events that led to the appearance of the work at the dawn of what Andrea L. Bell and Yolanda Molina-Gavilán have termed the "first golden age" of Latin American sf (7), the initial function of the work in establishing a firmer footing for genre sf in Argentina, and its continuing role as a reference point for sf that reflects a Latin American worldview.
The golden age of Latin American sf began in the late 1950s, lasting through the mid1970s. 4 Prior to this time models for science fictional writing in Latin America were largely global rather than local. Since the nineteenth century Latin American sf texts had been in dialogue with the genre on an international-principally Northern (American and European)-level, but there were few connections at the national or regional level. 5 The readership of earlier Latin American sf generally was restricted to a socioeconomic elite due to issues of literacy, education, and access to literary and scientific publications. The golden age saw the formation of a more coherent local tradition(s) 6 of Latin American sf. While the epicenter of the genre remained in the North, Latin American writers were now writing both from and for a wider local community. This period saw increasing interest in characterizing Latin American contributions to the genre, a hotly debated topic in Latin America even today. 7 Critics seeking to define what is truly Latin American about Latin American sf have consistently emphasized that a work must go beyond the superficial levels of character, setting, and language and reveal a Latin American perspective. The Latin American reader must, as Capanna has said, "sentirse interpretado" [feel him/herself to be represented] by these writers and this writing (qtd. in "Coloquio a Distancia" 18). With El Eternauta, Oesterheld and Solano López set the bar quite high, providing one of the more deft representations of the Latin American/Argentine reader on all levels.
El Eternauta appeared at a pivotal moment in the history of Latin American sf, but other key interrelated transitions were occuring simultaneously in comics, politics, and science. Circa 1957 the Argentine comics scene underwent a transformation, due in no small part to
Oesterheld's work as founder of the magazines Hora Cero and Frontera [Frontier] and as a writer. As Carlos Trillo and Guillermo Saccomanno describe in their Historia de la historieta argentina [History of the Argentine Comic], works were now being written for more mature audiences, with higher quality texts and artwork (96) (97) . At this time comics had not yet ceded pride of place to television in the entertainment sphere and circulation numbers were quite high.
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On the volatile Argentine political scene, candidate and then president Arturo Frondizi (1958-62) was promoting desarrollismo [Developmentalism] in a campaign to raise the national standard of living through modernization and technological progress. In science, the atomic era was just meeting the space race era, fostering both technophobia concerning humanity's capabilities for destruction and technophilia inspired by the tremendous possibilities waiting beyond the new frontier. While only Northern nations possessed nuclear capabilities and space programs, the nuclear threat was global and this was an era in which unconquered space belonged more equally to everyone, occupying a vivid place in the Argentine national imagination. What Oesterheld and Solano López do in El Eternauta is to combine Northern-driven advances in science (in atomics and rocketry), sf (a genre whose origins and distribution power were based in the North), and the adventure comic (where Northern superheroes held sway over the international imagination), and they look at them with Southern eyes. say, "no se dirige al gran público sino a un sector intelectual y espiritualmente privilegiado" [is not aimed at the wider public but at an intellectually and spiritually privileged sector] (vol. 4, no. 48 3). This self-selecting "new elite" was less exclusive than the "old elite" sf readership of days gone by. They formed a cohesive science-fiction fan base. Más Allá was even printed on rather pulpy paper. Even at the height of the golden age of Latin American sf, however, the genre could not be described as attaining quite the same level of association with mass culture as it did in the U.S.
To understand exactly who these readers of Más Allá and later El Eternauta were and also some of the impetus behind the transformation taking place in Argentine sf, it is useful to refer to Beatriz Sarlo's schema for the changing roles of science and technology in the Argentine imagination. In The Technical Imagination, Sarlo describes the transition of Argentine culture from one dominated by respect for the generally elite "knowledge" of science to one in which the "know-how" of technology and engineering was more accessible to all (8). This is not to say that science was displaced by technology; as Sarlo states: "Science is remote; technology, proximate.
For this very reason, science has an authority to which technology must finally defer" (28).
Rather, science and technology could now be thought of as occupying communicating spheres.
Sarlo locates the beginning of this shift in the national imagination in the writing of
Horacio Quiroga (1878 Quiroga ( -1937 during the first decades of the twentieth century and traces the continuation of the process in the work of Roberto Arlt (1900-42) and subsequent writers (4).
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These are the first generations of writers-and readers-for whom technology was an integral part of daily life. This new understanding of technology first emerged with advances in transportation and communication, and, in particular, with the advent of radio. The early days of radio were marked by an explosion of aficionados, self-taught hobbyists who could build, fix, and manipulate radios and who saw their practical knowledge of technology as a route for moving up in the traditional social structure and modernizing the nation including: "class alliance, the recognition of the fundamental role of the worker, the necessary presence of the military, and the incorporation of the intellectuals" as well as the small industrialist ("El Eternauta no tiene" 188). The friends are already representative of the type of alliance supported by the administration, and the group will later become even more so as it changes somewhat in composition.
The friends' weekly truco game, a mundane scene from average Argentine life, is interrupted by a fantastic and catastrophic event: it begins to snow in Buenos Aires. Beyond the fact that it only snows in Buenos Aires once or twice a century, this is no ordinary snowfall; the friends soon realize that any contact with the phosphorescent flakes means almost instantaneous death. Luckily they are playing cards in a house that is hermetically sealed and they do not open a window or step outside before apprehending that this is a "nevada mortal" [lethal snowfall]
(repeated mention). Unlike the superheroes that dominated the U.S. comics scene at the time, these protagonists remain human and fallible. Their subsequent survival has much to do with the fact that they are masallistas. They have the practical, technical knowledge to jury-rig a radio battery, allowing them to confirm via a BBC broadcast that the snowfall is a worldwide phenomenon and is not, as they had suspected, the result of a nuclear testing accident in a
Northern nation (of course, Lucas has already ascertained the latter with his homemade Geiger counter) [ slogan painted on a wall is blurred by the defamiliarizing snowflakes. 15 Salvo's first priority is to obtain weapons from the hardware store for defense against marauders, now that "la ley de la jungla" [the law of the jungle] will soon reign supreme (anticipating Wolfe's stage [4] , "the reemergence of the wilderness as antagonist" complete with "the challenges brought on by unorganized bands of fellow survivors, who commonly revert to savagery") (EtI_O-SL 31;
Wolfe 8, 13). In the process, Salvo rescues Pablo, an abused orphan who had been locked in the cellar for punishment by the store's now deceased owner. Pablo is experienced at repairing and using firearms, making him an ideal addition to the masallistas.
Initially it seems the small group will build new lives for themselves in the Salvo home, but these plans never come to fruition. Once the protagonists discover that the deadly snowfall is the first salvo in the attack of an alien invader that is striking the entire Earth, it becomes clear that this is no longer completely a tale of "remaking zero," a narrative of "the evolution toward a new culture" that follows a disaster (Wolfe 4, 16) . El Eternauta instead turns out to be an account of the efforts to survive what will prove to be an ongoing catastrophe. There is no time for evolution in the tale; time virtually stands still, resulting in what Canaparo has described as a prolonged or "constant present" (880). Rather than "remaking zero" in El Eternauta, Oesterheld constructs a reality in which a more static "zero atmosphere" becomes the new norm (Canaparo 878, emphasis mine). 16 In the end there will be no [5] "decisive battle" between good and evil (Wolfe 8, 14) , because the battle is ongoing and never ending.
Argentine hero(es): "Solidarity" over "super-"
Historically aliens had not targeted Argentina for invasion nor had they had an Argentine in mind when saying "Take me to your leader" or even "Resistance is futile." Oesterheld-Solano
López's use of Argentine characters and an Argentine setting was highly unusual for sf, for comics, and for adventure narratives at that time. "Possibly it all comes down to the fact that we Oesterheld's "third world perspective" is particularly apparent in his exploration of issues of power dynamics (Sasturain, "Oesterheld" 124) , both among members of Argentine society and among nations of the world. At the local level of the characters, Oesterheld created both heroes and villains who did not follow the Northern norm. Superman and Batman had extraordinary powers and/or ultra high-tech gizmos. They were loners, operating in a system characterized by "the verticalism imposed by the paternalistic and independent hero" (García v).
Their archenemies were generally photonegatives of these Northern comic book stars, the other side of the same coin. Over the years Oesterheld developed his own concept of a group or collective hero, whose members come from and belong to everyday life. Oesterheld himself was the first to apply the term to his own work:
El héroe verdadero de El Eternauta es un héroe colectivo, un grupo humano.
Refleja así, aunque sin intención previa, mi sentir íntimo: el único héroe válido es With his collective hero Oesterheld "prioritizes the value of horizontal and complementary relations," of solidarity (García v) . In El Eternauta this solidarity is ever-expanding, widening to include family, friends, nation, humanity, and beyond.
This historieta is not a tale of superpowers nor yet of Superpowers. Global power dynamics are not represented as a bi-polar clash of the titans. Interstellar relations are not the displaced tensions between the U.S. and the U.S.S.R. common to Northern narratives of the era.
El Eternauta contains characters and situations universal in scope and appeal, but here invasion/battles royal/oppression and also resistance/action/protagonism are portrayed from the periphery and in the periphery. Still, as is common in Latin American sf, the periphery is not represented in isolation from the center. In El Eternauta Argentine heroes, events taking place in Argentina, and Argentine identity itself are frequently conceived and constructed in dialog with the political, scientific, and cultural influences of the North's central nations. [Just as among men there is, above the feelings of family or country, a feeling of solidarity toward other human beings, you will discover that there is also a feeling of solidarity, an attachment to all that is spirit, among all of the intelligent beings of the universe, however different they may be.]
Only such solidarity can form an Us strong enough to preserve this "spirit" and to combat the "cosmic hatred" that is Them. Though the Earth is destroyed, the old mano continues, the masallistas have not fought in vain: their resistance has served to inspire all who still stand against los Ellos.
In the final episode we return to the frame story. The Eternauta realizes the year is 1959, and the events he has described had happened/will happen in 1963. He runs out of the writer's house to find his family. The writer runs after him, only to find him-futuristic clothing mysteriously changed into a v-neck sweater and slacks-with his wife and daughter. He has forgotten his story. The writer begins to think he himself has dreamt or hallucinated the whole thing, but then who arrive to play truco but Favalli, Polsky, and Lucas [ Fig. 10 ]. "¿Qué hacer?"
[What to do?], the writer asks himself in the final frames as the four friends discuss whose turn it is to deal, "¿Qué hacer para evitar tanto horror? ¿Será posible evitarlo publicando todo lo que el Eternauta me contó? ¿Será posible?" [What to do to avoid so much horror? Can it be possible to avoid it by publishing all that the Eternauta told me? Can it be possible?] (EtI_O-SL 352).
The legacy of El Eternauta
Oesterheld would revisit El Eternauta at length twice more at decade intervals, rewriting According to Capanna, while the economic and political instability that has plagued Argentina since the 1930s has prevented the flowering of "a solid local school of science fiction" (El mundo 177), Argentines have made frequent and consistent contributions to the genre, one of the principal among them being El Eternauta. Written at the dawn of the golden age of Latin American science fiction, this historieta was a product of the times and circumstances, but it was also a unique result of the collaborative efforts of extraordinary individuals. 
